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In the background of the twenty-first century, people speaking different 
languages are more frequently communicating with each other than ever 
before. Although people understand the literal meanings of words, 
misunderstandings may often arise because of cultural differences. What can a 
translator do to promote understanding between cultures? Under such 
circumstances, translation is not merely a linguistic activity, but essentially a 
cross-cultural communication. This thesis focuses on how a traditional 
translator plays the new role of a cultural mediator to bridge the gap between 
cultures from the cognitive point of view. 
With different understandings and various perspectives in minds, 
sociologists and anthropologists have proposed different versions of 
definitions. Since the thesis observes the problem from the cognitive 
perspective, culture is seen as a shared mental model or map of the world 
belonging to a social group. What’s more, culture is influenced by a lot of 
factors, such as the natural environment, climate, space, people’s values and 
beliefs, etc., and the bulk of which is hidden and out of people’s awareness, 
represented by the Iceberg Theory. Therefore, these factors prevent people 
from smoothly understanding other culture.  
A cultural mediator should first be clear about language users’ cognitive 
mechanism in their own language before he can propose solutions. According 
to the philosophy of cognitive linguistics, people’s conceptualization of the 
world is based on their experience, through which an intermediate level of 
conceptual structure is built up between language and the world, with 
language seen as a part of the conceptual structure. Meanings are elements of 
the conceptual structure in the heads of language users, and they exist through 
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categorization and prototype theories. Both categories and prototypes are 
context and culture dependent. Each context is related to other contexts and 
become network-like cognitive representations called cognitive models. 
Cognitive models are organized in chunks, or are schematized and stored as 
long-term memory in the brains of language users. Every schema is composed 
of a number of slots. When a language reader comes across a category, the 
corresponding slot in the long-term memory will be stimulated and become 
alive in his mind. When enough slots of the cognitive model are stimulated, 
the cognitive model comes to the reader’s mind. This is the cognitive process 
of a cognitive model, which can take place in the top-down or bottom-up 
direction. 
Then this thesis discusses the relationship between language and culture. 
Since people in different cultures have distinct experiences, they have formed 
different cognitive models, which are called cultural models. They are also 
reflected in the language. Therefore, meaning is culture-bound. Since the form 
of a language will be molded by that culture, is it possible for people speaking 
different languages to understand each other? Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is 
picked up, and it is concluded that although language does not determine 
thought, however, since language is a part of conceptual structure, different 
languages create obstacles, which constrain people from smoothly 
communicating with each other. What’s more, the source language writer 
adopts the strategy of cultural default for the purpose of efficient and 
economical communication, because he shares similar cultural background 
knowledge with his intended readers. However, what is transparent to source 
language readers in the form of cultural default is often opaque to target 
language readers, because they are lack of necessary background cultural 
knowledge to comprehend the cultural models. This phenomenon essentially 















translated text. Before concrete translating strategies are introduced, a 
comparison of the similarities and differences of cultural models between 
Chinese and English is made. They are categorized into three types: A-A, A-B, 
A-Zero, which means that some cultural models may overlap completely, 
some partly, while others are totally distinct. 
After a cultural mediator is clear about the cognitive process and the 
reason why obstacles arise, he can propose the translating strategies of cultural 
models. Because people have a lot in common in their experience and the 
acquisition feature of culture, cultural models are translatable. Since neither 
the domesticating nor the foreignizing method can competently shoulder the 
duty of cross-cultural translation, the cultural approach is introduced, in which 
a cultural mediator should try to build up source cultural models on target 
languages readers’ minds. In order to do this, the cultural mediator should 
make the cultural models explicit by retaining the forms as much as possible 
and providing needed footnotes as background knowledge to clear away target 
language readers’ understanding difficulties, and as a result, source cultural 
models are built up in the readers’ minds. This will promote understanding and 
communication between cultures, which will take the readers’ time and efforts 
for a period of time 
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Chapter One Introduction 
Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 A Story 
Last year, I was the teaching coordinator of a foreign teacher from 
England. Since one of my colleagues was a crazy English lover, he asked me 
to take him to visit that young Cambridge graduate so that he could practice 
oral English on him. That time we talked about females’ career in both 
countries. I said that Chinese universities have almost become diploma mills, 
with so many graduates poured out of the school gates every year, which puts 
great pressure on their prospect of finding jobs. Females’ job prospect appears 
much more gloomy, since they have to encounter more limitations in the job 
market. That foreign teacher nodded and continued to say that their situation 
was due to the ingrained value system in China, which also hinders them from 
climbing up the social ladder, since they will sooner or later touch the glass 
ceiling, He said the situation in the U.K. is quite another story. In his country, 
women at work are riding a glass escalator rather than facing a glass ceiling. 
Companies are in favor of women because nowadays employment patterns 
and work styles have changed and what matters most for employers is 
flexibility, adaptability, and communication skills, which are inherent in 
women. I smiled and concluded that they were lucky dogs. 
I accidentally noticed that my colleague looked rather confused. We 
stopped and looked at him. He asked, “ What is a glass ceiling? Why do you 
call them lucky dogs? How awful!” Yes, I forgot to tell you that his English 
level is just so-so. I literally interpreted “a glass ceiling” into Chinese “玻璃天
花板”. It was obvious that he still could not follow me. “ Why do women have 
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since it was originated from the English world. Then I explained to him that 
the popular term “ the glass ceiling” refers to the invisible barrier supposed to 
prevent the advance of women in the workforce. Since glass is transparent, 
you almost do not notice its existence if you do not attempt to break through it, 
but if you do, you will encounter the invisible yet strong barrier and thus suffer 
failure. Language is creative, and the metaphor of “a glass escalator” is an idea 
derived from the expression. My colleague heaved a sign of relieve and said, 
“Maybe Chinese women in the future will break down the glass ceiling.” He 
was so clever and creative that he had grasped the essence of the metaphor. In 
the same way, I put the expression “ a lucky dog” across to him. 
1.2 The New Role of a Translator- a Cultural Mediator 
I was then considering the subject of my thesis. The above-mentioned 
story triggered me to ponder over the role of a translator, especially in the 
background of the twenty-first century, when the whole world is shrinking and 
has almost become a global village. One can fly to the other side of the world 
within one day, and can have a taste of what is happening in the whole world 
in a minute, simply by pointing and clicking on the Internet. What’s more, 
people speaking different languages are more frequently communicating with 
each other than ever before. Since English is, and in the foreseeable future, 
will be the most widely spoken language in the world, it is tightly embraced by 
Chinese people of all ages as well. According to the current financial minister 
of the U.K., Gordon Brown, there will be more Chinese people who can speak 
more or less English than English native speakers in the coming twenty years. 
He said that nowadays about 300 million Chinese can speak English (http: /// 
news.xinhuanet.com/edu). My colleague is one among them. They have a 
certain level of language proficiency, however, they are not culture-literate. 
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used in communication may be faultless, misunderstanding may arise because 
of cultural differences. The same words or expressions may not mean the same 
thing to different people. Because of cultural differences, a serious question 
may cause a good laugh; a sincere and kind statement may cause displeasure 
or anger. Because of cultural differences, jokes by a foreign speaker may be 
received with blank faces. What’s the role of a translator? What can they do to 
bridge the gap between cultures? 
With the globalization of English and the use of computers, the traditional 
translators will need to change from being seen as inefficient human 
dictionaries helping people for mutual understanding to being seen as 
“ cultural mediators.” The idea was first put forward by George Steiner, who 
claimed that “ The translator is a bilingual mediating agent between 
monolingual communication participants in two communities.”(George Steiner, 
1975: 45). His statement is focused on linguistic mediation. However, the term 
cultural-mediator was first introduced in Stephen Bochner’s (1981) The 
Mediating Person and Cultural Identity (David Katan, 2004: 12). Being a 
cultural mediator, a translator does not simply engage in exact translation of 
words, rather expressions and ideas, he or she is a specialist in negotiating 
understanding between cultures. In the story, my colleague knows the 
denotative meaning of “ a glass ceiling”, he can even render it into Chinese 
“玻璃天花板”, but he is still confused since he does not know the connotative 
meaning of this expression and how it is originated. However, a translator is 
expected and supposed to not only have excellent language proficiency, but 
also understand the cultures towards which he is translating. So I should have 
been aware of the difficulty my colleague was confronting with, and should 
have explained the connotative meaning of the expression and background 
information to him. Only by doing this can I convey the term to him. In a word, 
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that are meaningful to the target readers. R.Taft defines the role of a cultural 
mediator in Stephen Bochner’s volume The Mediating Person and Cultural 
Identity as follows: 
A cultural mediator is a person who facilitates communication, 
understanding, and action between persons who differ with respect to language 
and culture. The role of the mediator is performed by interpreting the 
expressions, intentions, perceptions and expectations of each cultural group to 
the other, that is, by establishing and balancing the communication between 
them. In order to serve as a link in this sense, the mediator must be able to 
participate to some extent in both cultures. Thus a mediator must be to some 
extent bilingual. (R. Taft, 1981: 53)  
In a word, the mediator needs not only “ two skills in one skull” but “in 
order to play the role of mediator, an individual has to be flexible in switching 
his cultural orientation”(ibid.). This idea echoes with Lin Yutang’s words, a 
master in both Chinese and English languages, who described himself as a 
man with two feet stepping on eastern and western cultures. 
1.3 A Comparison Between a Translator and a Cultural 
Mediator 
Traditional translators focus on linguistic level, which is how to smoothly 
render a text from one language into another. Their translation works, 
whatever genre it is, is measured by the criterion of fluency, since most 
publishers, readers, and reviewers are in favor of fluent translation works. 
Lawrence Venuti gives a review of the situation in his The Translators 
Invisibility, who says that the appearance of the translation is not in fact a 
translation, but the “original”. The illusion of transparency is an effect of 
fluent discourse, of the translator’s effort to insure easy readability by adhering 
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